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with some manifest inconveniences, they possess many
advantages. For instance, the regulation of prices forestalled
speculation; while the guild system tended to encourage
exports by assuring the good quality of industrial products
and even to favour imports, since occasionally the guild was
obliged to buy up whole stocks imported into the market
of Constantinople1; and it must never be forgotten that the
system of guilds and State intervention prevailed also in
those great cities of the West which robbed Byzantium of
its economic and commercial supremacy.
As for the aliens, whose sojourn in Constantinople was
subjected to so strict a surveillance, they were mostly bar-
barians from the north, whom there was every reason to fear.
Apart from these 'undesirables', foreigners appear to have
obtained, without much difficulty, permission to sojourn
and even to settle in Constantinople. Even before the forma-
tion of the strong Italian communities, foreigners (for
instance, Syrians) resident in the capital were much more
numerous than in any other city of the medieval world.
This is true to such an extent that one of the most generally
accepted explanations of the economic decadence of Byzan-
tium is that the Byzantines adopted the principle of not
carrying their wares to foreign parts but of waiting for the
foreign purchaser to come to them. The Italian communities
were undoubtedly the cause of the Empire's political and
financial ruin and also, perhaps, of its industrial decline. It
was they who prompted the Fourth Crusade; by their
privileges they deprived the imperial Treasury of the cus-
toms duties, which were its largest source of revenue; their
industrial products little by little took the place of Greek
manufactures; and it was their merchant shipping that
supplanted the fleet of the Byzantine shipowners. Yet from
the purely commercial standpoint these foreign communities
had far less influence. As Charles Diehl says, 'Constanti-
nople remained the great distributing centre of the world's
trade up to the fall of the Byzantine Empire, even when it
was ho longer the Empire but the great Italian cities that
profited by the situation'. In my opinion the truth is that
* For instance, all fabrics imported from Syria. Cf. The Prefect's Book,
ch. v, § 4.

